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11   Introduction: Context for critiquing ‘cultural fit’ 
The research problem
The extent to which an individual who wishes to ‘cross over’ or ‘pass’ into another group to gain 
occupational or social advantage adopts the behavioural patterns and cultural features of that group poses 
many interesting strategic and ethical problems.  The problem is strategic in the context of globalization, 
when meeting skill shortages for information technologists overseas may bring about their increased social 
mobility.  The problem is ethical when workplace rhetoric is about valuing differences but the practice may 
be about muting those differences. In this thesis, I explore such questions with a case study of Indian 
Information Technologists. The demand for technical professionals for the Y2K project led recruitment 
agencies in Australia to source and sponsor suitable candidates for temporary placement from South Asia.  
A crucial decision made by recruitment consultants in the shortlisting process is ‘How will this candidate 
fit into the workplace?’ There are many kinds of ‘fit’: ‘personal fit’, ‘technical fit’, ‘social fit’ or ‘cultural 
fit’.  When the term ‘cultural fit’ is used in relation to Indian Information Technologists, the term is 
problematic as dominant group members (recruiters who are the gatekeepers) are engaged in discourse 
about ‘them’, a minority group seeking short-term contracts overseas. 
Culture affects practically all aspects of the way people or a group interact with each other and its full 
potency can be seen when two autonomous cultures are brought into close contact with each other.  To 
compound matters, culture is in constant flux and racial identity is likely to be fragmented by class issues, 
religion and politics.  The first research problem while acknowledging these constraints, seeks to critique 
the generic term ‘cultural fit’, as used by an international IT recruitment company when Indian Information 
technologists are recruited for corporate clients in Australia. In the process, I will be developing an  
interdisciplinary linguistic framework to investigate both the spoken and unspoken meaning of ‘cultural 
2fit’, one which allows the inclusion of an array of tools to deal with the inherent complexity. The second 
research problem is concerned with furthering an understanding of the interplay between frontstage talk 
(the interview) and backstage talk (the recruiter judgements in the shortlisting process) in a workplace 
context.
There are two sets of data for this enquiry.  The first is in the form of ten videotaped interviews from 
Bangalore, India. The second is the recruiter commentary on those tapes which has been collected from a 
multinational employment agency with an office in Melbourne.  Even though Indian Information 
technologists are being shortlisted for jobs in Australia, in fact, few are selected.  This agency receives 400 
resumes in a week and 240 of those are from overseas in response to the internet and the ‘hit rate is low’ 
(Senior Manager IT Recruitment Agency 30/6/98).  To date, Australian employers prefer to choose 
Australian technologists where they have a choice and that market has not been exhausted. There is a 
preference for Indian candidates who have worked overseas already in US, UK or Canada where they are 
more exposed to Western corporate values. There are a number of factors involved for understanding their 
lack of success in the final selection process, apart from market forces, including but not limited to 
discrimination. 
The understanding of what constitutes ‘cultural fit’ for Indian Information Technologists is intended to 
have wider application to overseas-trained professionals already in Australia in the process of seeking 
employment who experience similar difficulties. For Australian job seekers, this process is referred to as 
opening doors: 
Applying for jobs in Australia is a matter of prising open a series of doors.  The first door you need to prise 
open is the one to the interview room, the office of the person in charge of recruitment or the employer.  
3You want them to open the door to consider you seriously as a potential employee.  Once the door to the 
interview room or office is ajar, you must carefully plan your approach and prepare to maximise the 
probability that the next door - that to the workplace - is also open to you. 
(Sutcliffe 1998: 1) 
The ‘door’ metaphor is apposite for referring to a candidate of insider status.  But when the candidate is an 
outsider, an overseas-trained professional, as in this particular case study, a commonly used metaphor in 
the job interview literature within studies of intercultural communication, is a ‘gate’.  A gate implies some 
kind of barrier, namely that of culture.  The issue under investigation then becomes the problematical 
nature of ‘cultural fit’ ie how is this notion both enabling/disempowering together with the related goal of 
how to open the ‘gate’ wider.  
While there are a number of studies which investigate the critical gatekeeping role of the interview in an 
intercultural context (Gumperz, Jupp & Roberts 1979, Gumperz 1992; Hawthorne 1992;  O’Grady & 
Millen 1994; Sarangi 1994; Roberts & Sarangi 1995; Bilbow & Yeung 1998; Birkner & Kern 2000) there 
are few if any, studies of the shortlisting process, which follow the interview.  In this study of the 
shortlisting process, I critique the notion of ‘cultural fit’ drawing principally on the research traditions of 
linguistics where studies of intercultural communication and workplace interaction intersect, employing 
chiefly the tools of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and Interactional Sociolinguistics (IS) . A critical 
approach as opposed to a descriptive one, focuses on a reading of the multiple ‘hidden’ messages contained 
within the interview/recruiter narratives and implies something has to change.  Macro (society and politics) 
and micro (linguistics) issues are not separated but integrated in order to show the multifaceted nature of 
‘cultural fit’.   
4Need for such a study 
As Byrne and Fitzgerald point out intercultural communication has gone “from being a slightly esoteric 
subject on the agenda of the socially minded to a key business skill for companies driven by efficiency and 
the need to innovate”(1996:13).  It is not simply a question of Asian cultures accessing the dominant 
Anglo-American culture but also of Australian management in order to gain a competitive edge, knowing 
more about the cultures that their employees come from. According to the Karpin Report (1995: Section 3) 
by 2010 most of Australia’s managers and business leaders will be operating in a richly diverse, highly 
skilled and Asia-focused economic environment and will be required to capitalise on the talents of 
diversity. 
Most research in workplace linguistics has been about monolingual speakers - the literature has rarely 
focused on relatively advantaged groups apart from Hawthorne’s (1992.1994) research on migrant 
engineers which highlighted ethnicity as being a critical factor in overall employment outcomes.  In her 
report, she showed that the sole predictor for employability proved to be racial origin (1994:118) which 
shows that possession of advanced English language levels was advantageous only if engineers were 
European (Hawthorne 1994: xviii). Migrants must negotiate a series of critical transitions to progress in a 
limited amount of time; youth, possession of advanced English language levels and recognition of overseas 
qualifications are no guarantee of employability.  
In a recent report on immigrants and the professions in Australia (Birrell & Hawthorne 1997: 3), overseas-
born persons were found to make up a notable 31.5 per cent of all Australians holding degree-level 
qualifications and 26.1 per cent of those held diploma qualifications.  Results of their study show that with 
few exceptions, skilled NESB (Non English speaking background) migrants reaching Australia between 
1986 and 1991 achieved limited access to employment in their professional fields by 1991.  Those from the 
5Philippines, China, Vietnam and from Poland, Yugoslavia and Egypt were particularly disadvantaged 
(Birrell & Hawthorne 1997:71).  The immediate cause for the problems experienced by recently arrived 
NESB professionals was the oversupply of professionals by the time of the 1991 census; and employers’ 
preference for youthful (under 25) Australian-trained graduates when they had a choice.  Also two factors, 
often noted to explain employer preferences, are difficulties with qualification recognition and problems 
with English skills.  There is no mention of culture being a factor yet as Hawthorne (1992:100) pointed out, 
in an earlier study of migrant engineers, cross-cultural miscommunication “is perhaps the most serious 
underlying cause” of job interview failure. 
A recruitment consultant from a Melbourne agency was explicit about why migrants don’t get jobs: 
the problem was not because of technical ability but because of accent for instance in the case of 
Vietnamese, they don’t finish their sentences or end the words with a consonant.  When they don’t 
understand, they just guess instead of checking the meaning like “Do you mean...?”  It actually means they 
don’t get the job.  The minimal responses and the delay in response are frustrating for the interviewer and 
it’s difficult to represent them to the client.  More and more technicians are accountable to business and 
must deal with business.  They need to understand what the consumer wants.  They start answering straight 
away and get the questions wrong.  The hardest people to place are people with an accent (Vietnamese); 
they have a passive way of communicating.  They don’t give a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’.  They take a long time to 
make a decision (Fieldnote - Recruitment Consultant 10/12/97) 
Hawthorne (1994) in her research on labour market barriers for immigrant engineers in Australia also 
reports “Indians (despite the fact that many have been fully educated in English, and are often of native 
speaker competence) are perceived to have major problems in terms of clarity of speech, due to ‘excessive 
6speed and alien intonation patterns” (1994: 69). These comments so far relate to problems in verbal 
communication.  
An advantage of the data in this study being in the form of videotaped interviews is that it highlights the 
importance of the nonverbal message.  I sat with a recruitment consultant as he gave me a quick impression 
of one candidate in the corpus who was videotaped: 
He’s leaning forward, aggressive tone, no chat or smile. Very serious.  Shows insecurity.  How will he fit 
into the workplace?  Needs to loosen up and get on with a bunch of people at work.  Struggling a bit.  Lose 
control easily.  For example, at E, the Swedes are always having a bit of a laugh, joke around.  The Indians 
after a few years get burnt out-just do the work, don’t smile or joke.  Not easy going.  A lot of people put a 
lot of unnecessary pressure on themselves.  A little disappointment, failure, are really knocked (Fieldnote – 
Recruitment Consultant 19/12/97) 
The issues that arise in this investigation cover the familiar territory of English language competence, in 
particular, intelligibility and the less familiar area of nonverbal language and the vastly underestimated area 
of cultural competence and how it impacts on the job interview.  It is the latter issue, which is the primary 
focus of this thesis. 
Research already done in this area 
A major study of South Asians done by Gumperz, Jupp and Roberts (1979) highlighted among other things 
that misunderstandings are based firstly on different cultural assumptions.  For example, the candidate fails 
to note the inferences behind the interviewers’ questions and make their answers relevant and direct and 
secondly, different ways of structuring information and arguments. There are linguistic and cultural 
7conventions which influence whether a person sounds relevant, logical and concise to a listener.  Given that 
both parties speak English and hence there is no obvious language barrier, important barriers to 
communication were in fact found to be on the other side. Gumperz et al (1979: 7) found that “many 
English people could not really grasp the existence of different systems of culture and language...our early 
work was not successful because our emphasis was largely upon overcoming communication weaknesses 
in understanding complicated grammar and vocabulary”.  In other words, cultural differences were 
underestimated by the native speaker as the focus was on language, not culture.  Gumperz et al (1979: 31) 
asked the still pertinent question “Is the point of an interview to consider only a person who will “fit in” 
because he (sic) is exactly the same as the interviewers...?”.  The problem here is twofold.  The native 
speaker may have difficulty grasping the extent of the cultural differences of the newcomer but similarly, 
the non-native speaker may lack the requisite cultural knowledge to operate effectively in the host culture.  
The issue of cultural competence is relevant both to the insider and the outsider of a monocultural 
background.
Hawthorne (1992) in her study of migrant engineers from Eastern Europe, and their poor performance in 
job interviews drew attention to the minimal consideration of the degree to which specific cultural 
knowledge learnt in the country of origin may interfere with absorption and the use of Australian strategies 
in a situation of considerable stress.  A major difficulty for example was with ‘self-promotion’ questions, 
which invite positive presentation of professional skills.  As an example, questions that two candidates - 
Boris and Marko had been taught to answer ‘well’ in class, under pressure in a simulated interview, 
produced very inappropriate answers (Hawthorne 1992:100). 
Millen, O’Grady & Porter (1992:47) from NCELTR (National Centre for English Language Teaching and 
Research), Macquarie University make a similar point that people bring an ethnolinguistic communication 
8style which may carry different meanings in the new cultural context.  Such encounters lead to judgements 
and evaluations by both parties about abilities, attitudes and personal qualities.  These evaluations and 
judgements can, and often do result in the building and reinforcing of negative stereotypes which can in 
turn exclude immigrant employees from positions of power in the workplace.  As an example, the speech 
act strategy “can you tell me about...?” would be interpreted by native Australian speakers as a request.  
Speakers of Indian English are more likely to interpret it as questioning their ability and take this as an 
insult (Millen et al 1992: 52). 
Sarangi’s (1994:163) position in contrast to that of Gumperz et al (1979) is that a difference in participants’ 
culturally determined discourse strategies culminates in a ‘mismatch’ in cultural expectations as opposed to 
a communication ‘breakdown’. He points out that not enough attention is paid by Gumperz to the rule-
governed nature of the interview or ‘activity type’ to use Levinson’s terminology.  Both frameworks - 
Gumperz’s ‘discourse strategy’ and Levinson’s ‘activity type’ - are criticized by Sarangi for regarding 
culture as a ‘fixed’ entity which falls short of explaining the dynamic aspect of ‘cultural mix’ in the real 
world.
Taking things a step further, in a later article by Roberts & Sarangi (1995: 384) the authors explore the 
many and subtle ways in which exclusion and inclusion is achieved.  They quote Margaret Thatcher’s 
famous question ‘Are they one of us?’ which became a metaphor for describing what was seen as an 
exclusive regime, in which only very few were ‘in’.  Once ‘in’ one remained part of the team as long as 
they played by the rules of the game.  Influenced by Bourdieu and cultural theory, Roberts & Sarangi argue 
that there is not a single, controlling discourse but a layering of discourses within a particular 
communicative activity - in this case study, the recruitment interview. They see a complex intertwining of 
9discourses of objective procedure and subjective assessment where the latter, saturated with talk about 
feelings, quite often steers the final outcome.   
In a recent study, carried out at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University, Bilbow & Yeung (1998: 405) 
focused on the impressions students project of themselves in the course of interviews for positions in the 
hotel industry.  Central to the study is the social psychological construct of ‘impression management’ 
elaborated by Goffman (1959) in The presentation of self in everyday life.  Impression management can be 
broadly ‘resonant’ or ‘discordant’ (congruent or incongruent).  In impression management that is resonant, 
the speaker’s interlocutor perceives the speaker in ways that match the speaker’s preferred image.  Hence 
in cross-cultural encounters, the potential for discordant impression management would be greater than in 
monocultural encounters.  For example, in the corpus collected by Bilbow & Yeung (1998: 415), indirect 
discourse was sometimes negatively interpreted by Western interviewers as symptomatic of woolliness, 
lack of comprehension or lack of ideas.  Self-disclosure was sometimes viewed by Chinese interviewers as 
evidence of self-aggrandisement or psychological instability. For the authors, greater intercultural 
sensitivity goes hand in hand with a better understanding of the pragmatics of interpersonal discourse 
processes.
Lastly, Birkner & Kern (2000) in their study of impression management in East and West German job 
interviews recorded 41 authentic job interviews (22 with the East and 19 with the West Germans) and 
interviewed eleven staff members from personnel departments to collect ethnographic data on common 
stereotypes of East and West Germans and their respective linguistic behaviour. The results show that West 
and East German candidates’ conversational styles differ in respect to openness about private topics such 
as one’s qualities and weaknesses and differ in their response to critical questions inviting disagreement.  
Interviewers found East German candidates to be submissive while West Germans were considered more 
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self-confident and better prepared to handle conflict in teams hence the authors argue that because of the 
East German conversational preference for downgrading disagreement, East Germans have to make a 
greater effort to achieve successful self-presentations than West Germans do. 
The significance of the research project 
This study will make more explicit the thinking behind judgments about the ‘cultural fit’ of candidates 
from a specific ethnic group of professionals - Southern Indians.  The last major study of South Asians in a 
gatekeeping context was done by Gumperz, Jupp and Roberts (1979) over twenty years ago.  Although the 
issues largely remain the same, the political landscape has changed considerably. A major change has been 
the restructuring of capital on a global basis and the consequent social changes which include the practice 
of short-term employment contracts. Candidates (and recruiters) must improvise to find their way around 
the Western corporate world where the rules are in flux. 
Dominant group members, however, are still engaged in discourse about ‘them’ and these discourses are 
complex and contradictory and not widely understood. There are very few studies of spoken discourse with 
authentic data in workplace settings or studies which take a critical approach to intercultural 
communication.  A critical approach problematises the expression ‘cultural fit’, something which otherwise 
might be considered mundane or commonsense.  It can bring informal patterns to awareness to reveal new 
worlds of meaning, by making more visible what goes on in the public space and what goes on behind the 
scenes.
Studies of institutional talk generally refer to interaction but work practices involve ‘talk to’ and ‘talk 
about’. An analysis of the candidates’ interviews (fronstage talk) reveals that ‘cultural fit’ involves a 
knowledge of discourse hybridity.  While candidates have control of the technical discourse, there is a 
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cultural frame mismatch in terms of directness.  The recruiter commentary (backstage talk) draws attention 
to issues of intelligibility, body language, technical expertise and workplace values in judging ‘fit’. A
significant feature of this fieldwork conducted in an institutional site is that recruiters rely a great deal on 
the body language of the candidates in the videotaped interviews to form their judgments. 
While traditional workplaces in Australia are dominated by Anglo-Celtic managers, this will not continue 
into the 21st century. Both majority and minority groups are heterogeneous with individuals belonging to 
several social communities with overlapping memberships (Kukathas1993:11). For instance, an Indian 
Information Technologist brings to the Australian workplace a cultural identity that is already influenced 
by colonial histories and multiple identities (Dravidian, Aryan, Mughul, British, Hindu, Muslim), by local 
cultural diversity and by the homogenising experiences of internationalization.  
This study can only aim to reveal a little of this complexity with a critical approach to intercultural 
communication in the context of globalization. Information Technology is currently one of the most 
multicultural industries and involves a number of literacies including a knowledge of English language, 
workplace culture, discourse hybridity and communicative flexibility. The key challenges of globalization 
for Indian Information Technologists become gaining more control of the multiple literacies involved in 
working overseas for short-term contracts. My argument is that both parties, management representatives 
and skilled migrants at this interface, need to widen their cultural repertoires to manage the reality of 
cultural diversity. 
The structure of this study 
The purpose of the next five chapters is to develop a theoretical and analytic framework for critiquing 
‘cultural fit’.  This will form the basis for the data analyses in chapters eight and nine. The central thrust is 
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one within the broad discipline of linguistics which covers the field of intercultural communication and 
workplace studies. Within this very broad field, there are a range of varied styles of research which have 
developed under the scope of ‘discourse analysis’. A discourse constructs reality in a particular way so that 
different discourses commence from quite different assumptions. As McHoul & Luke (1989) point out: 
While Anglo-American approaches tend to locate discourse analysis in the realm of empirical linguistics, 
with occasional importations from other empirical social sciences, continental approaches much more 
clearly embrace a social-historical-political view of discourse. 
McHoul & Luke (1989: 324) 
For this particular research problem where a majority group is judging a minority group, I have been 
influenced by developments in two discourse approaches within linguistics which reflect both the empirical 
and social-political tendencies described above.  These discourse approaches are Critical Discourse 
Analysis (CDA) which derives from the Frankfurt School (Calhoun 1996: 62) and takes a more social-
historical-political view of discourse; and Interactional Sociolinguistics (IS) which derives from Anglo-
American studies in anthropology and sociology. The theoretical framework is interdisciplinary as there are 
a number of discourse approaches within a discipline, each covering some part of the observational scope 
and being unable to cover the rest.
Power is implicit in the interaction between dominant/minority groups which necessitates a critical 
approach to this investigation. A critical approach is essentially bound up with making language use more 
visible. In Chapter two, I begin with some of major concerns in the literature on CDA and in the second 
half, I review some recent studies which take into account the institutional order and do fieldwork in an 
institutional site. While the social aspect of CDA may be sufficiently developed, a perceived deficiency is 
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that the linguistic analyses need to be more empirically based, redressed somewhat by workplace studies by 
Van Dijk (1993) and Wodak (1996). Hence, in Chapter three, I draw on Interactional Sociolinguistics 
where there is a well-developed body of literature for analysing the gatekeeping role of the interview.  This 
tradition as observed by Sarangi (1994: 410) is empirically based and “deserved credit for having produced 
fine-grained analyses of naturally occurring intercultural encounters”.   
Chapter four is a consideration of three key concepts from Bourdieu, a French sociologist, foreshadowed in 
IS, which seem to apply particularly well to the situation of Indian Information Technologists. These are 
‘habitus’, the notion that culture is encoded on the whole body; ‘cultural capital’, various capitals 
(linguistic, social, economic) constitute the value of an individual on the market; and ‘agency’, personal 
power, the ability to transform a situation to one’s advantage. Bourdieu’s approach is on the whole too 
abstract for empirical use here but is used to justify the need for widening one’s cultural repertoire, taking 
into account the nonverbal. Bourdieu’s theory of language together with CDA and IS combine wider 
contextual knowledge with a closer examination of the institutional order and workplace interaction.  
In the first section of Chapter five, I provide an overview of the issues that arise specifically out of the 
literature on workplace linguistics and the literature on intercultural communication at work.  The 
workplace issues do not fall neatly into either of the two approaches to discourse outlined above, hence 
they are dealt with separately.  The issues dealt with, point the way to which tools are appropriate for a 
consideration of the asymmetric relations in the interview.  In Chapter six, I discuss the importance of body 
language, mainly from a linguistic-kinesic perspective. The inclusion of this comparatively shorter chapter 
is intended to balance somewhat the discussion in the previous chapters, which concentrates on the verbal 
aspect of communication. 
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Chapters two to five anchor the study theoretically.  So far as the present study is concerned, the particular 
perspective on discourse is a socio-cultural one integrating Anglo-American approaches, represented by 
Interactional Sociolinguistics with continental approaches, represented by Critical Discourse Analysis and 
to a lesser extent, Bourdieu’s notions of ‘habitus’, ‘cultural capital’ and ‘agency’.  The scope has been 
reduced to include only those areas relevant to intercultural communication in the workplace and more 
specifically, the recruitment interview/shortlisting process, a site for examining the intersection of culture, 
the institutional order and workplace interaction. 
In the last four chapters, I take up the more concrete analytic issues of analysing the meaning of ‘cultural 
fit’, beginning with an outline of the research design in chapter six.  I  describe the process of obtaining 
data on Indian Information Technologists, explain the methodological choices involved and provide 
background to the recruitment process. Chapters eight and nine consist of a detailed analysis of frontstage 
talk in the form of the interview, and backstage talk in the form of the recruiter commentary. The purpose 
of the data analysis is to illuminate the spoken and unspoken criteria for making judgments about ‘cultural 
fit’ in relation to Indian Information Technologists.  In the conclusion, I will be remarking upon the 
theoretical and practical implications, the limitations of the research project and pointing towards future 
research.

























































































































































































































































































































































































































